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Should Christianity be given a prominent place in the European constitution? In 2004 this question received a lot of attention. It gave rise to a whole series of other questions. Are we to see in Christianity a dominant factor in society? Should Christianity and politics be closely connected to each other?  
The opponents in this matter argued that the inclusion of a reference to Christianity in the constitution would be unfair to Europeans that belonged to a different religious group, or that were atheists. Especially since Europe includes a lot of Muslims at the moment, a paragraph about Christianity was not wanted. Advocates of the inclusion of a reference to the Jewish Christian culture thought such a paragraph would do justice to history. 
	It is the question however, whether this is the lesson history teaches us. The different epochs in history each formulated their own different answers. One of the most remarkable figures who dealt with these matters was Ambrose, bishop of Milan (c.339-397). This thesis is about him. He was, and still is, known for his zeal for Christianity in an era in which religion caused a lot of unrest in society. The conduct of this remarkable bishop has been the subject of many books and articles. One of the reasons for this is his interference in two conflicts, that in the mean time have become legendary. 
The first of these two is the conflict that arose in 384 after a senator, called Symmachus, had presented a Relatio to the emperors Valentinian, Arcadius and Theodosius. In this document Symmachus asked for the restoration of the altar of Victory in the senate house in Rome. This altar had been abolished by the predecessor of the emperor Valentinian. Ambrose was not at all happy about this request, and strongly advised Valentinian not to accept Symmachus’ request. Later on in this thesis the details concerning this conflict will be discussed.
The second of these conflicts, is the one in which Ambrose reprimanded the emperor Theodosius after he had caused a massacre in Thessalonica in 390. The bishop writes the emperor a letter in which he expresses his unease about this, and gives the emperor the message that until he does penance, he can not be present during the celebration of the Eucharist in church. 
	These conflicts by now have received a monumental status. Ambrose’s collision with Symmachus is often interpreted as a battle between paganism and Christianity. Ambrose, the intolerant leader of Christianity, refused to allow pagans their own place in society.​[1]​
	The second conflict is, if possible, even more legendary. It is often made the starting point of an investigation into the relation between church and state, or between ecclesiastical and secular power. Historians, from the fifth century onwards, see in Ambrose the first cleric to have confronted an emperor. His conduct showed the importance of the church in the fourth century, and it provided the church with a triumph over secular power.
	In this thesis these two conflicts are in the centre of the attention. The conflict with Symmachus over the restoration of the altar of Victory serves as an example of how Ambrose responded to pagan discussion partners. Ambrose’s confrontation with Theodosius is studied as an example of how Ambrose reacts in his contact with a Christian.    

While I was doing research for this thesis I soon discovered that the secondary literature concerning Ambrose and his dealings with Theodosius and Symmachus gives a multi-coloured image of the tasks of a bishop. This variety of images is not only the result of natural differences between scholars but also due to subjective assumptions and prejudices.  I had the impression that these prejudices stood in the way of an unbiased reading and critical  interpretation of the primary sources. 
Ambrose is for instance described as a bishop, who acted as a politician and court diplomat as well.​[2]​ His Episcopal duties are separated from his political activities. This is done without a scholarly treatment of the duties of a bishop. And so the separation between secular and spiritual tasks is based upon an assumption. Ambrose is also said to have acted as philosopher in his confrontation with the emperor. In this way he made himself the spiritual guide of Theodosius.​[3]​ As it is described Ambrose temporarily laid down his Episcopal gown in order to be able to act as prophet. The reason as to why Ambrose chose to do this is lacking though. Besides as a philosopher, Ambrose is also described as a pastor. Ambrose’s actions are seen from the point of view of his function as bishop and as the representative of a Christian community.​[4]​ The only one that could give a sinner the order to do penance was the priest. It was the priest too that could dismiss the sinner from his bonds again.​[5]​ The problem is that this vision is hard to unite with the aforementioned interpretations of Ambrose’s behaviour.   
It is always difficult to give a correct definition of something that is separated from us by so many centuries.​[6]​ But as I noticed some difficulties are not created by the primary sources, but by the secondary literature itself. Next to a multi-coloured picture, the secondary literature presents us with a very subjective image of Ambrose’s personality.​[7]​ It is remarkable to see that that more often then not Ambrose achievements are subjectively ascribed to his character.​[8]​ For instance Ambrose is said to be ambitious. It was his ambition that made him choose a career in the church, rather then in the imperial bureaucracy. Milan, a very important city where one of the Roman emperors resided, was a perfect place for someone as ambitious as Ambrose to carry out his plan. Eventually he would turn out to be a real political threat to the emperor.​[9]​ This subjectivity concerning Ambrose’s character on its turn functions as a lens though which Ambrose’s actions are not only being described, but also morally judged. I therefore felt the need to describe as objective as possible the things Ambrose has written himself, without including any moralistic additions.
This thought automatically led to the following approach. First I give a critical account of Ambrose’s position in both of the conflicts. This is a necessary first step in an unbiased scholarly approach. It has a place in the first part of this thesis. And secondly to describe the distortions as they appear in the secondary literature that need a critical and scholarly correction because of this thorough reading of Ambrose’s own words. This has a place in the second part of this thesis.

Studying the primary sources first proved to be a fruitful activity. It is strange to come so close to the past through a few letters. And yet, these same letters made it painfully clear that that past and I are separated from each other by sixteen centuries. This has to do with the fact that both of our societies were shaped by different pasts. The culture Ambrose was part of saw itself faced with different kinds of questions then the culture I live in today. 
And yet, despite all the differences, there are similarities as well. The newspapers today are full of articles about how a relatively new religion in the West, Islam, interacts with ideologies that Westerners are since long more familiar with. In a certain way, Ambrose’s time faced the same problem. Although the religion he adhered to had existed in Roman culture for over three hundred years, still the confrontation with the traditional Roman religion became very tangible at the end of the fourth century.
According to some this had to do with events that had occurred in the recent past. The pagan emperor Julian (381-3) forbade Christians to participate actively in the Roman culture. He wanted to isolate the Christians from society. And so culture, normally an element that is able to bind people together, became something that drew people apart. Pagan and Christian now stood for different sides.​[10]​ It is Ambrose’s attitude towards both of these sides that I want to investigate.

This thesis consists of two parts. In the first part the two conflicts are described. Attention will be paid to the beginnings of the conflicts, and Ambrose’s presentation of the conflict. The second part contains an analysis of the conflicts. The main theme of this part is the character of Ambrose’s argumentation. To investigate this, his arguments will be discussed by means of three established categories. These are the responsibilities Ambrose is taking on in his letters, the sources he uses, and his characterisation of the people he is writing to. This last category gave rise to a chapter about the relation between politics and religion. The second part of this thesis is concluded by a chapter about the misconceptions in the scholarly debate concerning Ambrose and his conflicts with Symmachus and Theodosius. In the final conclusions the information found in the two parts will be presented and combined. 
  
While I wrote this thesis, I often listened to Diana Ross singing ‘Ain’t no mountain high enough’. Every time this brilliant singer sang these words, I hoped I could sing them just as convinced as she did. But very often I found myself singing a version of my own, making the song be about ‘high mountains enough’. The fact that I wrote my thesis in a language that is not my mother language, was one of the reasons for this. Luckily I was surrounded by wonderful people who helped me a great deal. I’d like to take this opportunity to thank them. 







This first part is provides the basic material necessary for the second part. This material consists of a description of the two conflicts under discussion in this thesis. The first conflict carries the date 384. In that year a pagan senator, named Symmachus, made a request to the emperors Theodosius and Valentinian for the restoration of the altar of Victory in the senate house in Rome. This altar had since Augustus’ day had a place in the meeting place of the Roman senators. But in 382 the emperor Gratian, half-brother to Valentinian II, decided to remove it. The pagan part of the senate could not agree. And so, in 384, for the second time in history, a pagan senator asked the emperor to revoke this order, and restore the altar again. This was not the only request. Gratian had also abolished the financial privileges for the priests of the state cult and Vestal Virgins. The pagans were not happy about this either, and asked Valentinian to look into this matter again. 
	Ambrose, in turn, when he heard about the request made by Symmachus, decided to get involved too. In this part of the thesis we will first take a look at the beginnings of the conflict. What did Symmachus ask of the emperor? And why did Ambrose decided to get involved? Why did he consider this matter to be so important? And what are his arguments to prove his opponent wrong? 
	The second conflict that has a place in this thesis, is the confrontation between Ambrose and the Christian emperor Theodosius. This conflict began in 390. In that year a riot broke out in Thessalonica, the capitol of Macedonia. During this riot the commander of the city got killed. When Theodosius hears about this, he gives orders to kill a certain amount of inhabitants of the city. The result of this order is a huge massacre.
	When Ambrose finds out about this, he and some fellow bishops, condemn the way in which the emperor acted. Ambrose writes the emperor a letter, in which he explains what it was that the emperor did wrong. Just as with the conflict that involved Symmachus, we will first study the beginnings of the conflict with Theodosius. Furthermore, Ambrose’s presentation of the problem, and of the solution, will be looked at. 
	A conclusion will sum up the findings of this first part of the thesis. It will present an answer to the question what Ambrose thought the core of the conflicts was. What, in his, eyes was the main problem? It is this answer that will be further used in the second part of this thesis. 
1. The year 384: beginnings of a conflict

As already indicated we will first take a look at the conflict between the pagan senator Symmachus and Ambrose. Why did Ambrose get involved? Why did he think this matter was so important? And how does he present his arguments? Luckily, Symmachus’ request to the emperor, in which he asks for the restoration of the altar of Victory, survived history. This so called third Relatio is one of the source used in the description of the conflict between this Roman senator and the Milanese bishop. Through this documents we can get a glimpse of what in the eyes of the senator was so important about the state cult in general, and the altar of Victory in specific. The bishop responded to the Relatio by means of two letters. These he directed to the emperor Valentinian. These letters are very important sources in this thesis as well. What I want to find out, is what the discussion between Symmachus and Ambrose was about, and the way Ambrose presents this to the readers of his letters.    


1.1 Starting up the conflict

The conflict between Symmachus and the bishop started with the publication of a document written by the senator. In 384 Symmachus had become city prefect of Rome. One of his functions was to preside over the meetings of the senate. At one occasion he called together the senate, and spoke about something very close to heart: the restoration of the altar of Victory. He wanted to send the emperor a petition in which he expressed this wish. This petition became famous in history as the so called third Relatio. It was directed to the emperors Valentinian II, Theodosius and Arcadius.
Symmachus’ request takes the form of a traditionally composed rhetorical document. He clearly states the purpose of his petition in his introduction, lucidly structures his arguments and ends with a powerful conclusion.​[11]​ In the Relatio Symmachus presents two requests to the emperors. Symmachus asks for the restoration of the altar of Victory, and secondly for the restoration of the traditional financial privileges connected to the state cult.
One of the central arguments Symmachus presents to his readers in order to defend his request, is the effectiveness of the traditional cult.​[12]​ According to him the cult needs the support of the emperors in order to be useful. Without imperial support the cult will prove to be useless for the emperors and the empire, meaning that the empire will not receive prosperity from the gods (3).​[13]​ The fact that the emperor he directs his letter to is a Christian, does not seem to trouble Symmachus. He does acknowledge that the emperor personally professes a different religion. But in the eyes of Symmachus this does not affect the effectiveness of the pagan cult. Prayers carried out by pagan priests can prove to be very helpful to the emperor (19).
The second of Symmachus’ requests, the restoration of the financial privileges of the priests and Vestal virgins, is described in the second part of the Relatio. Symmachus says that he does not only defend the Roman religion by saying these things. It has implications for the whole Roman world. He goes on to point out that in the past some have acted disrespectful to the Vestal virgins. The result was a famine. (15) Symmachus knows of no natural cause for this. The gods were angry, and because of this prevented the soil to produce crops. (16) He does not know of any such misfortune when the state did support the state cult. In short, he sees the support of the state for the priests and virgins as a way to avoid disaster. (17) One of the last things he says is that if the emperors decide to protect the gods again, they themselves will be protected by those gods. 
Symmachus tries to give this remark extra force by saying that this is what the divine father of Valentinian has done. (19) From this we can see what importance Symmachus attaches to the mos maiorum. The gods were honoured with the help of rituals already used by the ancestors of the Romans. By carrying out these ancient rituals someone could come into contact with the past. And this past, Symmachus adds, showed many instances in which the gods had proven themselves to be good protectors and generous benefactors to the Romans (). To prove this point, Symmachus goes back to the year 383, one year after Gratian abolished the financial privileges of the pagan priests, and decided to remove the altar of Victory from the senate house. Due to this disrespect shown to them, the gods punished the empire by sending a famine over the land (16).
Symmachus is usually said to be very tolerant when religion is concerned. According to him history shows the worth of a religion. If a religion had proved to be useful for one’s forefathers, it will prove to be so for someone living now. (8) Does it really matter, he asks, by what path one approaches the truth? It is more important that all people, since they look at the same stars and sky, honour one and the same thing (unum). And the truth about this ‘one thing’ can not be found by taking just one road: ‘Quid interest, qua quisque prudentia verum requirat? Uno itinere non potest perveniri ad tam grande secretum.’ (10) 
As some scholars say, Symmachus might have responded to the anti-pagan regulation out of some kind of senatorial greed for money.​[14]​ But this view did not live long. It was seen as imbalanced and as quite out of date to identify ‘pagan’ with ‘senatorial’.​[15]​ Nowadays it is agreed upon that Symmachus acted as he did, because of his dogmatic approach towards religion. Salzman sees the cause of this attitude in the complexity of the time in which Symmachus lived. A further clue for this she sees in his ‘modern’ point of view in other cultural fields, such as literature. He is said to use linguistic and stylistic characteristics that were contemporary in his days. This choice, like his decision to be dogmatic in matters of religion, was determined by cultural circumstances too. As he writes himself, he thought messages addressed to his fellow senators would be better to understand when presented with the help of a modern style.​[16]​
This makes one wonder whether in the third Relatio, a document written by Symmachus, there is a difference between style and content. Can it be that he was dogmatic in his content, but modern in his style? Is it possible that there was a discrepancy between these two things? If there was a difference in style and content, a modern style would make the conservative content a lot less convincing.







This was not the first time pagans asked for the restoration of the altar. The first to remove the altar from the senate house was the emperor Constantius, son of Constantine. But his successor, the pagan emperor Julian, restored the altar again. Under the emperors Jovian and Valentinian this situation did not change. But in 382 the emperor Gratian decided that the altar of Victory had to be removed from the senate. This was the second time the altar was removed. Furthermore he determined that the financial privileges traditionally received by the pagan priests and the Vestal virgins had to stop.​[20]​
In the same year some pagan senators made a request to the emperor to undo these anti-pagan measures. The Christian members of the senate complained about this request to the bishop of Rome, Damasus. They gave him a counter-petition, which the bishop gave to Ambrose. Ambrose in his turn presented the petition to the emperor.​[21]​ The anti-pagan measures were not reversed. Whether the Christian petition was responsible for this or not, we do not know.
When Ambrose hears of the request made by Symmachus and the pagan senators, he once again advices the emperor not to act according to the wishes of the pagans. He gives the emperor this advice in a letter. The letter, which was written in 384, so directly after he heard about the city prefect’s request, is not a direct refutation of Symmachus’ Relatio. As it can be read in his letter, Ambrose was not in the possession of the Relatio when he decided to write to the emperor. This we can deduce from the fact that he asks the emperor for a copy of the document written by Symmachus (17.13).
It is very telling that Ambrose decided to react so quickly, as soon as he found out about the request Symmachus had made. He reacted so quickly even, that he had not even had the chance to read Symmachus’ Relatio. What was it about this request that bothered Ambrose? Was it the fact that is concerned the pagan religion? Or that is affected the Christian part of the senate? The first letter concerning the matter of the altar of Victory was not a direct refutation of Symmachus’ Relatio. In very general terms Ambrose gives the emperor Valentinian the advice not to support paganism. He thinks the request made by Symmachus is unreasonable. The bishop gives different kinds of reasons for this. But the most important one, is that by allowing the pagans to restore the altar, the emperor will commit sacrilege in the eyes of the Christians, and will compel the Christian part of the senate to commit the same crime. Namely, they would have to carry out their senatorial duties in the presence of a power they did not recognise, but still had to make sacrifice to. Therefore, Ambrose calls on the emperor to take his responsibility as Christian prince, and support the Christian part of the senators. A more elaborate discussion of Ambrose’s argumentation has its place in chapter two.
Whereas Symmachus had addressed his Relatio to the three reigning emperors Valentinian, Theodosius and Arcadius, Ambrose sends his letter only to Valentinian, emperor of the West. This does not mean he takes no notice of the Eastern emperors. Ambrose strongly advises the young Valentinian to ask the older Theodosius for help. (17.12) It is uncertain what the impact of this letter was at the imperial court. From Ambrose’s letter it follows that some Christians at the imperial court seriously considered the possibility to give Symmachus and the pagan senators what they wanted (17.3). Does Ambrose by writing this want to stress his own importance as the one who is responsible for the decisions the emperor makes? Very likely this was not the case.​[22]​
Apparently Ambrose was given a copy of Symmachus’ Relatio. In a second letter to the emperor the bishop refutes this Relatio point by point. There is something strange about this letter though. It was written after the matter had already been resolved. Ambrose wrote to the emperor, who had by that time made his decision not to restore the altar. What could be the reason of this ‘academic exercise’?​[23]​ Maybe the bishop wanted to give posterity the impression that his arguments were stronger than the ones presented by Symmachus in his Relatio.​[24]​ The bishop himself writes that he wants to answer the demands of Symmachus’ appeal. Not by using nice words, as Symmachus had done, but instead by trying to teach the emperor something by using mere facts. (18.2) The things he wants to teach the emperor are the same as in the first letter. He wants to tell the emperor how wrong it would be for a Christian to support paganism, by restoring the altar. The arguments the church father puts forward have a place in chapter two. 

In this chapter we have seen what formed the cause for Ambrose to get involved in the conflict with Symmachus. This pagan senator asked for the restoration of the altar of Victory and of the traditional financial privileges of the pagan priests and Vestals. For Symmachus this request had everything to do with the safety and prosperity of the emperors and the empire. But for Ambrose this request was offensive. By asking for the restoration of the altar Symmachus showed no consideration for those senators who did not believe in the power of the goddess. Therefore, Ambrose urges the emperor Valentinian not to give in to the request made by Symmachus. The topic of the next chapter is the way in which Ambrose presented his advice to the emperor. 
 2. Presentation and argumentation of the conflict

The previous chapter presented the beginnings of the conflict. Symmachus had a strong wish to restore some of the traditions attached to the state cult. Ambrose could not agree with this request, and starts to correspond with the emperor Valentinian. He writes two letters. The first is written directly after he hears about the content of Symmachus’ Relation. But by then he had not yet had the opportunity to read this document. The reason for this was that he was not in the possession of it. He asks for a copy, and gets it. Ambrose studies this document carefully. His painstaking refutation resulted in a second letter to the emperor Valentinian. This chapter wants to examine these two letters. What, in Ambrose’s eyes, was the most important lesson he wanted to teach the emperor? What are his arguments?  


2.1 The first letter

In his letter Ambrose tells Valentinian that should he decide to allow the altar back into the senate house, he would go against the will of God, his father and his brother. To allow for this kind of practise to exist would mean sacrilege. Therefore Ambrose, invoking his priestly authority, urges the emperor not to make a decree of this sort.
First and above all, the emperor has a responsibility being a servant of the Christian God. (17.1) Serving this God means being devoted to the faith, and abstaining from honouring idols. Because this would be deceiving God. (17.2) Although Ambrose credits the emperor for truly serving God, he nonetheless wants to warn the emperor. Apparently he has given some persons hope that he will erect altars for pagan gods, providing financial means out of his own resources, and not out of the treasury. (17.3) 
 	Being a Christian prince also means that he has a responsibility towards the Christian senators. Should Symmachus get what he asks for, the Christian senators will be compelled to commit sacrilege. Ambrose writes that the Christian senators are in the majority in the senate. (17.9) Whether this is true or not, we do not know.​[25]​ But what Ambrose is trying to do is trying to is making Symmachus’ request less convincing, by implying that the pagans who made the request, do not represent the senate as a whole. Then Ambrose writes about something that had happened in the past. From this section of the letter we learn that two years prior to this letter, he received from Damasus, bishop of Rome, a petition. This document was a counter petition made by Christian senators, who wanted to protest against the restoration of the pagan religion, something the pagan part of the senate had asked for. Ambrose gave this petition to Gratian. (17.10) Ambrose explains why the Christian senators did not respond to the pagan senators directly: their absence said enough. That should have been signal enough to the pagans. (17.11)
Another reason why Ambrose presents the request made by Symmachus as highly unreasonable, is that in history the pagans have never showed any concern for the Christians. Rather, they persecuted them. The pagans have never spared the blood of the Christians. Ambrose refers to something that had occurred recently, under the reign of the pagan emperor Julian. Under this emperor Christians were forbidden to preach and teach. And now these pagans are complaining about losing their privileges. (17.4) The bishop asks for a fair treatment. The pagans should consider what they had done to Christians in the past. And the Christians should not tolerate pagan suppression. The emperor does not compel others to worship a god against their will; so now the emperor should feel free to worship the God he chooses. (17.7) Ambrose thinks it is strange that the pagans do not allow the emperor to decide what he thinks is right. (17.11) 
In the eyes of Ambrose the emperor should only consult God in this matter. (17.7) He should consider carefully what he thinks is the right thing. Ambrose gives him a little help in advance by saying that nothing is more important than religion (religio) or faith. (17.12) What does Ambrose mean by religion? He does not use this word, religio, to describe the pagan cult. This he calls a superstitio. (17.10) So obviously he had Christianity in mind when writing about a religio.
Ambrose sees the decision to abolish the pagan privileges as an act of true faith. And such a decision can not easily be cast aside. Gratian abolished the privileges through the logic of his faith. Ambrose asks the emperor not to act rashly, but to think carefully about this matter of religion. (17.5)
Ambrose repeatedly asks Valentinian to act out of his faith in the Christian God too. Ambrose calls upon the emperor not to be misguided by the zeal of the pagans, but rather show the same zeal for his own faith. (17.6) He urges the emperor to let his faith be his guide in this matter. If he does agree to the request of the pagans, and restore the bond between state and cult, he will be allowed to come to church, but will find priests that oppose him. (17.13) 
Ambrose continues by writing down some imaginary questions posed by a priest, the emperor’s half brother Gratian and his father Valentinian I. Ambrose makes the priest quote the famous words found in the gospel of Matthew: one cannot serve two masters.​[26]​ Should the emperor decide to sponsor paganism, he has to realise that he can not serve Christianity at the same time. (17.14) Then Ambrose asks Valentinian what he thinks his brother Gratian will say if he were to find out the emperor had sponsored paganism. Ambrose thinks Gratian would be very disappointed, and feel his virtue was killed by his own family. (17.16)
Finally Ambrose lets Valentinian I speak to his son, saying that he does not understand it, should his son decide to side with the pagans. He says that he ruled the empire from his Christian faith, and not from the pagan superstition. According to Ambrose, Valentinian I did not know of the existence of the altar of Victory in the senate house, the common meeting place for Christians and pagans. (17.16) This is in all probability not true. Valentinian must have know about the existence of the altar, since he visited the senate house in Rome during his reign.​[27]​
Ambrose concludes with the remark that by sponsoring the pagan religion, the emperor will go against God’s will, that of his brother, and of his father. And this will not benefit his salvation, when standing before God. (17.17) So, he appeals to the emperor’s faith in God, to his attachment to his senators, and to the love for his deceased relatives. 


2.2 The second letter





Ambrose’s presentation of the request

Ambrose points out what Symmachus has said in his Relatio. According to the bishop he named three things: the restoration of the ancient cult out of Rome’s name, the restoration of the financial privileges of the priests and Vestal virgins, and a famine as the result of the disrespect shown to the ancient gods. (18.3) One by one he deals with the arguments put forward by Symmachus.

a. The restoration of the ancient cult 

The first point concerned Symmachus’ request to restore the ancient cult. He defended this plea by referring to the usefulness of the cult for the prosperity of the emperors and the empire. The only thing that was needed was imperial support. To support his plea, Symmachus mentions the good thing the ancient rituals have done for the Romans. By sacrificing to the gods, Hannibal was prevented from taking in Rome. (18.4) Symmachus also mentions the Senones, a people from Gaul that had attacked Rome. Apparently, they penetrated the Capitol, but were quickly discovered and killed by the Romans. (18.5)
	Ambrose has an answer that invalidates the usefulness-arguments made by Symmachus. Ambrose refutes this argument by pointing to the other side of this story. Hannibal, the general that attacked Rome, managed to reach the city walls of Rome, despite the sacrifices made by the Romans. (18.4) Ambrose writes that the success the Roman had over the Senones, had nothing to do with the gods. It was a goose, and not a god, that betrayed the Senones to the Romans. (18.5) Then Ambrose presents Symmachus with a choice: seeing what had happened in history, and recognising that Hannibal worshipped the same gods as the Romans, then the gods were either defeated by the Carthaginians, or conquered by the Romans. (18.6) 
	The church father’s message is crystal clear: instead of presenting the pagan religion as a useful religion, as Symmachus had done, he reduces the importance of it by seeking rational explanations for that what had happened in Roman history. 
Then Ambrose continues by mentioning Symmachus’ rendering of the thoughts of Roma. In Symmachus’ Relatio Roma had complained about the loss of the rituals attached to the ancient cult.(18.7) According to Symmachus there were more roads leading to the same truth. So way not allow the pagans to profess their religion? (18.8)
Ambrose corrects Symmachus in his interpretation of Rome’s thoughts. In the bishop’s letter she attacks paganism, instead of defending it. She presents this religion as one that relies on dead animals and their blood for divine messages. The reason for this attack is the fact that the ancient cult did not contribute much to the victory of the empire. In her words: ‘Aliis ego disciplinis orbem subegi’. Virtus, and not religio was responsible for the downfall of Rome’s enemies. Furthermore, Rome says that is was not Christianity that revealed the falsity of the ancient cult: Rome’s history itself gives enough evidence for this conclusion. And so, Rome says that she regrets her mistake of believing in the usefulness of the ancient cult. As a result of this, she presents herself as a convert, and as a pupil of God. She invites her public to learn more about Christianity too. (18.7)
Here too, Ambrose tries to find rational explanation for events that occurred in the history of the Roman empire. He minimizes the importance of the pagan religion for the empire. At the same time he shows that Christianity can not be held responsible for the misfortune of the empire. In contrast to Symmachus, Ambrose does not think there are more roads leading to the same truth. He lets Rome protest against this thought. The ways of the pagans and the ways of the Christians do not agree. The pagans live in darkness, whereas the Christians, thanks to the wisdom of God, live in knowledge. Even the philosophers of old ridiculed the ideas of the pagans. (18.8) As a reason for their lack of belief in Christ, the pagans say that they do not believe that he has died. But, writes Ambrose, they worship pieces of wood. (18.9) These words from Ambrose have led some to believe that he was intolerant, in opposition of the tolerant Symmachus.​[29]​
As a concluding remark on the restoration of the altar of Victory, Ambrose writes that the request is unreasonable since it is addressed to an emperor who does not adhere to the pagan religion. The pagans are asking the emperor to commit sacrilege, by pleading for the restoration of a pagan altar. (18.10)  

b. The restoration of the financial privileges of the priests and Vestal virgins 

Secondly, Ambrose discusses Symmachus’ complaint about the loss of the financial privileges of the priests and Vestals. (18.11) Symmachus also complained about the loss of financial support for the pagan priests.(18.13)
As a counter-argument, the bishop brings into mind that whereas the pagans complain about the loss of money, the Christian community has grown despite persecutions and poverty.​[30]​ And as the small number of Vestals shows, there are only seven, the privileges of the Vestals do not attract girls anymore. (18.11) Ambrose furthermore contrasts the Vestals with the Christian virgins. While the Vestals receive a lot of privileges for their duties, their Christian colleagues carry out their duties without wanting any reward. Their virginity teaches them not to desire wealth. So why should the emperor care only for the Vestals? Why do the pagans suppose that under Christian princes, just as during the reigns of pagan emperors, Christian virgins will not be sponsored? (18.12) 
Ambrose reacts to Symmachus’ complaint about the loss of financial support for the pagan priests by saying that the Christian priests are refused financial privileges as well. But the Christians do not see this as an injustice. When a man wants to be a priest, he has to give up his ownership of all his possessions. He will see looking after the common safety as his biggest reward. In this respect, a comparison between pagan and Christian priests can not be made. The pagans do not have to sell all they have in order to be able to buy time to exercise their ministry. (18.13) 
Ambrose continues by writing that Christian clerics are not allowed to receive gifts and legacies. This shows a contrast with the situation of pagan priests. (18.14) The pagans complain about their loss of money. But where were their complaints when the Christians were being deprived of their property? (18.15) Ambrose says that the gifts to the shrines have not been taken away. They only lost land, because they did not use that land in a religious way. Then Ambrose asks why the pagans use the church as an example, but do not follow her practises. The church uses her property to help the poor. Although the pagans have lost their lands, they have not lost their rights. (18.16)
Clearly, Ambrose wants to make a distinction between pagan and Christian virgins and priests. Whereas the pagans complain, the Christians carry their burden, and prosper by it. His argumentation serves the purpose to hold up a mirror to the pagans. As if he wants to show them that they are no longer the only religious group of any significance in the empire. 

c. A famine as the result of disrespect shown to the ancient gods

Then Ambrose comes to write about his third point: the famine. Symmachus saw the famine that had come over the land in 383 as a punishment from the gods for the fact that their cult was not honoured properly. In Symmachus’ eyes this was a very strong argument in his plea for the restoration of the altar of Victory. (18.17)
	The bishop begins by saying that it is strange that everybody was punished, while only a few priests needed to be avenged. Ambrose admits that a great famine took place. He even says it was a strange event, which had never happened before. (18.17) Ambrose sees a strange contradiction in Symmachus’ argument concerning the famine. The bishop writes that in the eyes of pagans the gods use trees as gifts to human beings. But now these gods use trees as tokens of anger. Ambrose can not see the sense in this. (18.18) Furthermore, Ambrose writes that it is strange that the gods should only punish the earth, a few years after their temples had been closed. Why did they not react sooner? (18.19) Then there is the argument that this year’s crops turned out extremely well, although their temples are still closed. Have they not yet felt the need to revenge this? (18.20) Ambrose starts summing up where in the empire there have been an abundant produce: Gaul, Pannonia, Liguria, and more. He says that the drought the land incurred last year had nothing to do with sacrilege. But the flourishing of the land he connects with the ‘fructibus fidei’. He says no one can deny this. (18.21)
	What the bishop does here is presenting Symmachus’ argument as totally out of balance. It has no solid foundation in the events of the past two years. Those events show rather the opposite of what Symmachus is saying.
	And so Ambrose can only reach one conclusion: the request made by Symmachus and his fellow pagan senators is very unreasonable. The last section of his letter is an elaboration of this point.

d. The inappropriateness of the pagan request

Then Ambrose deals with his last, and in his own words, most important point: the inappropriateness of the pagans to say that they will offer sacrifice in the name of the emperors, without the consent of the emperors. In the eyes of Ambrose the pagans commit a sacrilege while doing this. (18.22) Symmachus’ argument was that the rites of the ancestors needed to be kept. But, says Ambrose, everything will eventually will make progress into something better. (18.23) 
As an argument against Symmachus that the ancient rites give pleasure, the bishop argues that a lot of these rites come from other religions than the Roman religion. The church father mentions some foreign deities that the Romans have taken up in their pantheon. He describes the different names Venus has. And he says how strange it is to see Victory as a goddess: it is a gift and not a power. (18.30) 
Ambrose proceeds to point out again how unfair it is to compel Christians to sacrifice to a power they do not believe in. Christians and pagans should be able to meet each other in the senate house. Therefore the bishop can not tolerate that the pagans put their mark so evidently on meetings in the senate house. Besides the senate house there are so many more places where they can offer sacrifice. Then Ambrose makes a distinction between the pious portion of the senate, and the part that offers sacrifice. By offering sacrifice to pagan gods in the senate house, the Christians are faced with a difficult choice. If they refuse, it will seem as if they lie, if they do sacrifice, they will commit sacrilege. (18.31) 
Symmachus said that the altar is needed to swear oaths upon the imperial laws and decrees. But, says Ambrose, the emperor does not believe in pagan gods. (18.32) The senators should behave as the conscience of the emperors, not of the gods. (18.33) Some will think that the gods will leave the emperor, and will cause misfortune. But, says Ambrose, the things humans do, vary in success. (18.34) Then Ambrose mentions kings that offered sacrifices to the pagan gods, but did not prosper by it. (18.35-8) 
Ambrose ends his letter by saying that he wanted to refute Symmachus’ appeal, and not expose superstition. He urges the emperor to follow his faith, and act out of brotherly love by not allowing the restoration of the altar. (18.39) 

This is how Ambrose presents the case. In short, giving in to the demands of the pagans would mean a few things. First, the emperor would be committing sacrilege, and would allow that the Christian senators also had to offer sacrifice to idols. So, the bishop appeals to the faith of the emperor. Ambrose repeatedly encourages Valentinian to act out of faith. (17.10; 17.12) He also sees the faith of the emperor as the reason why the request made by the pagans is so totally unreasonable. Since the emperor shows zeal for the Christian faith, the pagans should not embarrass him by asking him to restore the altar. (17.3) But should the arguments concerning fides fall under the name logical arguments, or not? Ambrose writes that nihil sublimus fide. (17.12) Ambrose describes fides as something that can be connected to studium, cautio and devotio. (17.3) Furthermore, the ratio of the fides can help someone make a sound decision. Ambrose mentions the ratio driven by faith as the motivation of Gratian, when he decided to abolish some pagan privileges.​[31]​ Here rationality and faith are very explicitly connected. It seems that he himself presents fides as something rational.
Yet, fides has a double meaning in this text. On the one hand it is described as something that can be connected to the ratio of a human being. So it is a power within a person. But on the other hand fides is described as something a person should serve. (17.1) This means that fides is not only inside a person, but also an exterior power.    
Surprisingly enough, he does not use the word fides when he comes to speak about the faith in the pagan religion. He then uses the word affectus, which means something like ‘mood’. He mentions this in relation to his plea to the pagans that they should let the emperor free in his choice for the religion he wants. Just as they value someone who stays loyal to his affectus, so they should give the emperor the freedom to be loyal to his religion.​[32]​

Secondly, by allowing the restoration of the ancient cult, the emperor would destroy the neutral character of the senate. According to the church father the Senate house was ‘the common meeting place of Christians and pagans’.​[33]​ But by making a request for the restoration of the altar of Victory, the pagans show no respect to this neutrality. 
First of all, it is interesting to see that Ambrose makes a distinction between Christians and pagans. He admits that both of the religions have their representatives in the senate. It is the question how far this distinction went in real life. Did pagans and Christians have trouble living together in general, or did they share some kind of neutral cultural base, and was it only in religious matters that they did not agree?
Although he makes a distinction between paganism and Christianity, he is also trying to show to Symmachus how similar they are. Ambrose does not see this similarity in the content of both of the religions, but in their experiences in society. In their dealings with believers and emperors, in their respect to rituals and gods, the church father compares the two and comes to the conclusion that they are very alike. Each of them has its followers in the senate. They both have priests and virgins, both of them have altars. And now the pagans are complaining about something the Christians have already experienced: troubles in the relationship between state and cult. 
The second point that follows out of Ambrose’s description of the Senate house, is the distinction he makes between someone’s profession and one’s personal belief. Be they Christians or pagans, in their senatorial function they have to work with each other in one common meeting place, the Senate house. Evidently, in the eyes of Ambrose, senators had to act politely towards each other, and realise that their personal faith might be offensive to someone else. So, in his letter the church father shows that he is aware of the religious diversity in society.
Ambrose writes that there is only one true God: namely the Christian God (17.1). He makes a distinction between this true God and the false gods of the pagans. He recognises the impossibility of reconciliation between these two religions. They will never agree. Polytheism and monotheism just do not tolerate each other. This may seem harsh. It is the reason why the bishop is seen as being intolerant towards the pagan religion. And is Symmachus made the more tolerant one in this conflict.​[34]​ But this analysis of the conflict between bishop and senator turns the conflict into a battle between right and wrong in religious matters. It sees the core of the conflict in the attempt of two different religions to define the truth. According to the one the truth can be reached by everybody, the other thinks the truth is only to be found by people that believe in the Christian God. And both are so convinced of their own truths, that their primary aim in this conflict is to convince the other. But is this how Ambrose presents the matter to his reader? Is he searching for the truth in his letter? And is he defending his truth, or is he attacking the lies of Symmachus? 
Ambrose wants to point out how wrong the pagans are in demanding the restoration of the altar of Victory. By doing that they destroy the neutrality of the Senate house, and compel Christians to commit idolatry. (17.3; 18.31) So his problem with the request of Symmachus and the other pagan senators lies not so much in their definition of the true religion, but more in their failure to recognise that their religion is no longer the only one in the empire. Ambrose’s first letter therefore takes the form of a plea for the recognition of religious diversity.
This is the tendency of the second letter too. As Ambrose literally says, he does not want to expose the superstitio of Symmachus, but rather to refute his Relatio. (18.39) Evidently there is a difference between the full pagan religion and the content of the Relatio. Therefore Ambrose’s letters can not be taken as tokens of intolerance towards paganism. That never was the intention of it’s author.   
But does Ambrose have eyes for the demands of the pagans? When he comes to write about the function of the altar of Victory it seems the church father deliberately distorts the facts. According to Ambrose the function of the altar is to dedicate each meeting to the idol of the altar. (17.9) And this can not be, since the majority of the senate consisted of Christians. It is very difficult to test this statement. But it is uncertain whether is reflects the real situation in the senate.​[35]​ So Ambrose is not a supporter of the altar in the Senate house, because meetings would be dedicated to a god Christians do not recognise as such. The question is whether the church father acknowledges the importance the pagans attribute to this altar and its function. Does Ambrose agree with the pagans that something is needed for the senators to swear their oaths on, or not? And if so, does he fill the ‘gap’ with a Christian alternative? Or does he leave the gap ‘open’? In short, does he present an alternative to traditional customs, or does he accept the absence of an altar to swear on without providing an alternative? 
The church father in his letter does not fill the gap that the pagans suffer from in the Senate house because of the removal of the altar with a Christian replacement. He does not make a proposition to Symmachus to install a Christian altar in the Senate house. And he does not ask of him to dedicate the senate meetings to the Christian God. 

Thirdly, as a consequence of his approval of the ancient cult, the emperor would destroy the virtue of his brother and father. Just like Symmachus, Ambrose appeals to the family of Valentinian to make his point clear. In the eyes of Ambrose both Valentinian I and Gratian were very Christian princes, who tried to reign the empire inspired by their faith. The laws they issued were coloured by this faith. Should Valentinian II decide to sponsor paganism, he has to realise that that would be contrary to his family tradition. 

Here ends this chapter about Ambrose’s presentation of the conflict. The two letters he devoted to this conflict show that Ambrose did not want to attack paganism in general. He merely wanted to refute Symmachus’ Relatio. The request made by the pagan senator, the restoration of the altar of Victory, Ambrose characterised as unreasonable. It would compel the emperor to commit sacrilege, and to betray his family. Furthermore, the presence of the altar of Victory in the senate house, a common meeting place for senators, pagan and Christian, would mean an offence to the Christian part of the senate.
	In this chapter we have taken a look at the first of the two conflicts. In the next chapter the conflict between the Christian Theodosius and Ambrose will be discussed.   


3. The year 390: beginnings of a conflict

In the previous chapter we looked at a conflict between a pagan and a Christian. From this chapter onwards the conflict between a Christian and Ambrose will receive all attention. The arrangement of the chapters concerning this conflict is the same as that of the chapters about the conflict over the altar of Victory. First the beginnings of the conflict will be discussed. Second point of attention is Ambrose’s presentation of the matter. The source material in these chapters is the one letter Ambrose wrote to the emperor. We know of no reply written by the emperor. For his behaviour we have to rely on other sources. But these often prove to be very unreliable.    


3.1 Starting up the conflict 

There are a lot of things connected to the event that took place in Thessalonica that must remain history’s secret. It is impossible to find out which people were precisely involved, what the motivation was that made people act the way they did, and so forth. Thanks to the letter Ambrose wrote to the emperor Theodosius, we know that at least the bishop’s name can be put on the list of people involved. But Ambrose’s involvement during the initial stage was very limited, as he tells himself. In the further course of the conflict, Ambrose’s role expanded.
Unfortunately the sources that provide information about the initial stage of the conflict are not that reliable. The sources are found to contradict each other on essential details. Furthermore, the sources have been written a long time after the actual event. This is the case for the church historian Sozomen, who lived in the first half of the fourth century. But he is the one who gives the most detailed account of the events that caused the conflict between bishop and emperor. According to him in the year 390 the commander of Thessalonica arrested a charioteer that was very popular in the city. Apparently the man was arrested because he harassed one of the commander’s servants. People that were big fans of the charioteer asked for his release; a very important game was about to take place, and they felt that they needed this particular charioteer to win the game. When the commander refused to release his prisoner, he and some of his men were killed by the furious fans of the charioteer.​[36]​
Theodoret (c.393-466), a church historian too, also wrote an account of things concerning the Thessalonica affair. Sozomen and Theodoret both tell that when Theodosius heard about what had happened with the commander in Thessalonica, he got furious. In his rage he ordered that the people of Thessalonica had to be put to death. Other sources present us with possible motivations why the emperor responded as he did too. We have just seen the possibility that the emperor was overcome with rage, and because of this lost his ability to make a just decision. The second motivation sees bad advise as the most important reason. Especially Rufinus, one of the emperor’s truest and closest advisors, gets the blame.​[37]​ Should this last be true, it is a mystery why Theodosius took such bad advise.​[38]​ 
There is a third possible motivation. This is one that can not be found in the primary sources. The church historian Sozomen gives his readers the name of the murdered commander: Butherick. This name makes one suspect that this was someone with a Gothic background. He stood at the command of a Gothic garrison that stayed in Thessalonica at the time the riot occurred. Possibly the riot between Butherick and the people of Thessalonica also had a racial component.​[39]​ This component may have caused Theodosius, who was known for his just treatment of the Goths, to act as he did as well. 
Overseeing these different kinds of motivation, we have to conclude that we will never find out the true motivation for Theodosius’ order to put to death a number of the inhabitants of Thessalonica. But something that is agreed upon by the majority of the sources is that Theodosius revoked his order. When his order was already underway to the capital of Macedonia, the emperor regretted his decision, and revoked it. Unfortunately for the inhabitants of the city this revocation came too late: according to Theodoret seven thousand people were killed. ​[40]​  
Ambrose’s letter provides some more information about the circumstances under which Theodosius decided to put to death some of the inhabitants of Thessalonica. According to this letter the emperor held a meeting with his consistorium when he first heard of the murder of his commander. Ambrose was forbidden to take part in this meeting, because of his habit to get to know about affairs he was officially not involved in. (2)​[41]​ Apparently the emperor did not take his decision about the fate of Thessalonica rashly. He took time to think and to consult his advisors in the consistorium. Ambrose complains about the fact that he was not allowed to be present during these meetings. 
But the church father’s letter also shows that he did manage to obtain information about the whole affair. As he writes in his letter, he frequently pleaded before the court to stop the punishment from being carried out. But his pleas were not heard. (6) This implies that he found out about the plan of Theodosius to punish the citizens of Thessalonica. What he pleaded for though, we do not know. According to Paulinus, the bishop’s biographer, Ambrose asked the emperor to excuse the inhabitants of the city. ​[42]​ Unfortunately this fact can not be tested, and can therefore not be used.   
 Although the bishop was initially not allowed to interfere with the Thessalonica affair, he still managed to get involved. In his eyes the emperor had made a huge mistake by causing the deaths of so many innocent people. What Ambrose’ role was prior to the execution of the penalty is unknown. We can not say for sure whether he asked the emperor to revoke his order to punish the inhabitants. He is silent about his own role. He does inform us about what he thought the role of the emperor had been. Whereas the other sources about this event think that the emperor was either influenced by demons, or by bad advisors, Ambrose seems to put the blame with the failure of the emperor to control himself. This in itself would not be a reason for a bishop to get involved. But his descriptions of the implication of Theodosius’ action makes this clear: in causing the death of many innocent people, the emperor committed a crime, which made him a sinner. And so he had to be reconciled with God again. 
As Ambrose himself writes, he got involved in this matter because he thought the emperor had acted in a bad way towards the inhabitants of the city. Ambrose explicitly tells the emperor he has innocent blood on his hands. (12-3) This makes the conflict involving Thessalonica seem to be more then just a purely political issue. From the message Ambrose gives the emperor in his letter it becomes clear that it had become a matter of religion as well. Ambrose encourages Theodosius to reconcile himself with God. (6) This implies that the emperor had done something terribly wrong. 





4. Presentation and argumentation of the conflict

It may seem a bit strange that the bishop chose to write the emperor a letter to tell him about his sins. Why did Ambrose not confront the emperor face to face? It may even seem more strange that the letter of the bishop was forgotten by later church historians all together. They conjure up a picture of a powerful bishop, who knew what he wanted, and would not take no for an answer. How different the tone of the letter itself sounds. In this chapter this letter will be looked at.
Before the argumentation of Ambrose can be properly treated, the core of the conflict needs to be established. What was, in the eyes of Ambrose, the problem? Very shortly put, he thinks the emperor was overruled by the devil. (12) This may sound as an answer that is almost too easy. This feeling may be caused by the various interpretations concerning this particular letter that are available at the moment. They see in the confrontation between bishop and emperor a conflict between state and church, between ecclesiastical power and worldly power. But in this chapter I want to take a look at the letter itself. This does not mean that these various interpretations are totally forgotten. They have a place in the second part of this thesis. 
	In this chapter the argumentation of Ambrose will be laid under the microscope. The emperor was overcome by the devil. But does this mean that Ambrose presents this conflict basically as one between emperor and devil? And does the bishop see a cause for this conflict? Does he present the emperor with a solution? All these question can be answered with the help of his letter. 


4.1 Causes of the conflict	  

Ambrose begins his letter by telling the emperor that he himself was not present during the meetings of the consistorium, which were held to deliberate over the Thessalonica case. This council, which was summoned ad hoc, consisted of generals and heads of government departments, and was presided over by the enthroned emperor. The emperor’s decision was final.​[43]​ Apparently, Ambrose had interfered with state affairs one time too many, and now he was banned by the emperor from consistorium meetings. Why would Ambrose refer to this? It seems he wants to explain to the emperor that he made a big mistake by denying him a say in state affairs. But as Ambrose himself describes it, when he did find out about the punishment of Thessalonica, he pleaded repeatedly before the court. We do not exactly know what it was that Ambrose said in his pleas. Did he ask not to punish the people in Thessalonica at all? Or did he ask for a less severe punishment? We do not know. All Ambrose mentions, is that he declared the punishment that was actually carried out to be most atrocious. Can this be interpreted as interference with state affairs? Is Ambrose acting as a politician here, or is he merely carrying out his duties as bishop? Ambrose was not heard, and so the people in Thessalonica were severely punished. This is one of the arguments Ambrose uses in his discussion of the conflict.
	Apart from causes found amongst human beings, Ambrose looks for causes in circles that are not human. He takes the discussion to another level, and points out the devil as the one responsible for the terrible disaster that had happened in Thessalonica. He was the one that had caused Theodosius to act out of anger. And why did the devil do this? Because of Theodosius’ pietas. Because of this feature, the devil envied him. (12) Pietas was a typically Roman virtue. The concept stood for the way in which people and gods, parents and children, state and civilians needed to approach each other. The characteristics of this relationship were duty on the one hand, and protection on the other. The Christians take over this word, and give it the meaning of worshipping God.​[44]​ Does the word have a Christian, or a traditional meaning in this letter? Given the other typically Christian features of the letter, for example, as we will see, Ambrose’s use of biblical stories to strengthen his message to the emperor, we may assume that to Ambrose the words carried a Christian meaning. 





Ambrose does not only analyse the conflict. He also offers the emperor a possible solution: doing penance. He needed to do this, because he had innocent blood on his hands. The arguments the bishop uses in this part of the letter, are based upon biblical stories, and a dream Ambrose received.
He begins with some biblical examples to tell the emperor he would not be the first king to do penance. One of the main themes that connect these examples is the conflict between emperor and devil. Do these stories only superficially reflect that which Theodosius had done? One of the five stories Ambrose wants to tell, is about king David who wanted to know how many people lived in his country. After David had issued this decree, he felt guilty. Ambrose does not say where this feeling of guilt came from. Only after a little while does he present the answer to this question: apparently the knowledge of the size of the population of the country was something only God was allowed to know. (8) It may sound surprising that David, the king chosen by God, was not familiar with this. The context of the story helps to get a clearer view on this problem. The devil, who turned himself against Israel, gave David the idea to count his people.​[45]​ Ambrose continues with the story of Job. The bishop of Milan justifies his use of this example by writing that Job too was powerful in this world. (10) People who know the story of Job, will know that the devil played a big part in his life. The devil talks God into testing Job, to see whether he really loved God, despite all his riches and influence. Then Ambrose calls king Saul into memory. This king suffered from bad demons, and eventually turned away from God. Ambrose uses the word immanis, inhuman, cruel, to describe this king. (10) In this story too there is a contrast between a way of life that leads towards God, and a way that turns away from him.
The stories Ambrose uses in his letter are similar in another way. They are about powerful people in their relations with their subjects and fellow humans. Ambrose tells Theodosius that king David was punished by God after he had taken his decision to count the number of people in his kingdom. For three days there is a plague in the country. When David sees this, he asks God why he punishes the people and not him; after all it was David who had committed the crime, and not his people. God listens to the king, and makes the plague stop. Then God asks David to do penance and make a sacrifice. (9)​[46]​ This story shows a ruler who wants to take the blame for what he did to save his subjects. Ambrose continues his letter with a quotation taken from Job: ‘Peccatum (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​BL.HTM​) meum non abscondi (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2​/​HQ.HTM​), sed coram plebe (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​TY.HTM​) omni annuntiavi’. (10)​[47]​ Job, although a powerful man, but not a king, does not make a secret of his faults by making them public. Then the church father quotes Jonathan, Saul’s son. He told his father not to commit a crime against his innocent subject David. (10)​[48]​ In this story too a sovereign is asked to be a good and just ruler for the people he is responsible for. Finally Ambrose calls another story about king David into mind. When this king heard one of his old enemies was killed by the leader of his army, without David knowing it, David called out: ‘Innocens (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2​/​1P.HTM​) sum ego et regnum (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​IE.HTM​) meum amodo et usque in (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​3.HTM​) aeternum a sanguine (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​D2.HTM​) Abner (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2​/​HS.HTM​) filii (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​E4.HTM​) Ner’. (10)​[49]​ Again this story stresses the responsibility a king has towards his subjects, and the compassion he has to show towards the inhabitants of his kingdom.
Another argument Ambrose uses, he takes from a dream he received. In this dream God told him not to offer sacrifice in the presence of the emperor. As Ambrose is quick to add, he did not hear this prohibition from a human being or through a human being, but God himself gave him the message: ‘quia non ab homine, neque per hominem (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​OL.HTM​), sed aperte (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2​/​FA.HTM​) mihi interdictum adverti’. (14) So it is God who punished the emperor. He does this to preserve people. (16) 
Just as the beginning of the punishment is being determined by God, the ending of the process too will be determined by God. God will decide when the offering of the emperor will be acceptable again: ‘ Certe vis probari Deo. Omnis rei (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​ML.HTM​) tempus (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​HR.HTM​), ut scriptum (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​5D.HTM​) est: Tempus (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​HR.HTM​), inquit (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​3T.HTM​), faciendi, Domine (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​E6.HTM​); et: Tempus (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​HR.HTM​) beneplaciti Deus (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2X.HTM​). Tunc offeres (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​1​/​5L.HTM​), cum sacrificandi acceperis (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​2​/​HH.HTM​) facultatem (​http:​/​​/​www.intratext.com​/​IXT​/​LAT0851​/​WK.HTM​), quando hostia tua accepta sit Deo.’ (15) The bishop does not act out of his own accord. He is just the messenger of God.
Ambrose uses various arguments to justify the solution he presents to the emperor. The emperor should do penance. But does not have to feel any embarrassment. Many kings had preceded him in professing their sins, repenting them. Furthermore, the emperor is being punished by God. 







The first part of this thesis presented two different conflicts. Despite the differences there was one stable factor. And that was the participation of Ambrose, bishop of Milan. The first two chapters discussed the conflict that arose between him and the pagan senator Symmachus in 384. The topic both men addressed was the necessity of restoring the altar of Victory in the senate house. This object was of the greatest importance to Symmachus, who connected it to the general welfare of the entire empire. Ambrose took a different view. According to him it would be wrong to restore this altar, for three reasons. Should the emperor restore the altar dedicated to a pagan goddess, he would commit sacrilege. Ambrose presents the request made by the pagans as unreasonable, since it asks the emperor to disregard his own religion. Secondly, Ambrose argues that the senate house was a common meeting place for pagans and Christians. Placing an altar there would mean that the common nature of the senate house disappeared, and that the Christians would be compelled to commit sacrilege. And thirdly, by restoring the altar, Valentinian would go against the orders made under his own direct relatives. 
	Both of the two men directed their arguments to the emperor Valentinian. Symmachus by means of a Relatio, Ambrose through two letters. The strange thing is that the two never actually met during the course of the conflict. Symmachus wrote his Relatio and sent it to the emperor. Without having had the opportunity to read this document, Ambrose decided to react, and write a letter to the emperor. The church asked for a copy of the Relatio, through this document got acquainted with Symmachus’ points of view. by then the conflict had already been settled: the emperor had decided not to restore the altar. And yet Ambrose wrote the emperor a second letter, refuting Symmachus’ Relatio point by point. Evidently Ambrose thought this matter was one of the highest importance.   

The second conflict under discussion here was the one between the Christian emperor Theodosius and bishop Ambrose in 390. This conflict arose after Theodosius had made the decision to put a certain amount of men to death after they had killed the commander of Thessalonica. The imperial order resulted into a massacre. When Ambrose hears of this massacre, he writes the emperor a letter. In this letter he analyses what had happened, and presents a solution to the matter. According to the bishop the emperor had let himself be carried away by the devil. Now it was time for him to reconcile himself with God again by doing penance. And this is what the emperor did. He humbled himself before God. 













This second part was preceded by a description of the two conflicts under discussion in this thesis. This second part provides an analysis of the arguments used by Ambrose. To do this, I will make use of a metaphor to analyse the character of Ambrose’s arguments. It is a somewhat abstract activity to find out how someone composed his text. Using a metaphor makes this task a bit more concrete. The metaphor I have chosen for this, is a meal. 
The character of a meal is determined by the cook, his choice of ingredients and thirdly the sort of guest is he is cooking for. With the help of these three categories, Ambrose’s arguments will be discussed. 
A cook is the one responsible for the composition of the meal. He makes up the recipe he is going to use, decides what ingredients he needs, and eventually prepares the food. He is the one that carries the final responsibility for the meal he has cooked. How does Ambrose show himself to be responsible in the letter? What responsibility does he take on?
 To prepare his meal, the cook needs ingredients. The amount of each used ingredients, and the kind of ingredients that are used matter a great deal with regard to the taste of the meal. What are Ambrose’s ingredients in the letters? What sources does he use? What authority does he give them?
The third component in this regard are the guests the cook is working for. He can not prepare the same kinds of meals for, lets say, someone with diabetes, and someone who keeps a vegetarian diet. What are the guests Ambrose prepares his food for? Does he for example take into account differences in religious and professional background?  
In the last chapter of this second part, the findings of the previous three chapters will be used to investigate the implications of Ambrose’s positions in both of the conflicts. This chapter will be more theoretical then the other three in this part. 





In this chapter Ambrose’s task will be compared with that of a cook. A cook is the one who has the responsibility to create a recipe. He is the one who has to take into account things like the ingredients that are necessary, and the guests that will come to dine in his restaurant. How does Ambrose show his responsibilities in his letters? This chapter is composed of three parts. In the first part Ambrose’s responsibilities in his conflict over the altar of Victory are investigated. Then the same is done for his conflict with Theodosius. In the last section all of these findings are compared.
     

1.1 Altar of Victory

In his letters to Valentinian the responsibilities Ambrose presents can be divided up into three categories. Firstly, by writing to the emperor he makes himself a spokesman for the Christian part of the senate. Secondly, he describes himself as the teacher of Valentinian. He wants to prevent the prince to commit sacrilege. And finally, he shows himself an able discussion partner to Symmachus.    
In his letters to Valentinian Ambrose presents himself as spokesman for the Christian senators. In his first letter concerning this issue he mentions that he had already done this once. In that situation he was asked by the bishop of Rome to present emperor Gratian with a petition coming from the Christian senators. This petition was a protest against the request of some pagan senators to restore the altar of Victory. (17.10) And now Ambrose felt the responsibility to interfere once more on behalf of the Christian part of the senate.   
Besides a responsibility towards the Christian senators, Ambrose feels he should act as a teacher to Valentinian as well. In doing this he invokes his priestly authority. He wants to warn the prince against committing sacrilege. (10) This message is a very Christian message. It could only have been communicated by someone who believed in the Christian God. And it could not have been addresses to someone who did not believe in this God. Ambrose asks the emperor to show his faith in the Christian God.   
Then the bishop expresses the responsibility he has to prove Symmachus wrong. He wants to make clear that Symmachus wrote an unreasonable request to the emperor. But does Ambrose say this to the senator in his function of bishop? The difficulty with this conflict is that Ambrose and Symmachus never actually met each other during the conflict. The arguments put forward by the bishop nevertheless could have easily been used in a debate with Symmachus, because he responds to Symmachus’ arguments very directly. One by one he refutes the points the senator made. In doing this, Ambrose never abandons his priestly authority though. He always keeps in mind that he is a leader of the Christian community. It is this authority he uses to invalidate Symmachus’ arguments. An example for his is his response to Symmachus’ complaint that the Vestal virgins had been deprived of their traditional privileges, Ambrose calls into mind the Christian Virgins. They carry out their duty, wanting nothing in return. (18.12) 
Although Ambrose proves Symmachus wrong by comparing the things the pagans have to go through with the things the Christians have already experienced, he nowhere tries to make Christianity the direct replacement of paganism. Instead he presents Christianity as an alternative to paganism. An alternative that is much better. 
In his capacity of priest, Ambrose presents himself as spokesman for the Christian part of the senate, as teacher to Valentinian, and as a discussion partner to Symmachus.   
  
   
1.2 Theodosius

In his letter to Theodosius makes his responsibilities very clear. This is already apparent at the beginning of the letter. The bishop makes very explicit what his precise function is, by putting the words Ambrosius Episcopus at the top of his letter to the emperor. But he admits that he not always fulfilled this function as he should have. He would rather that the emperor saw him as humble, than that other people would think he carried out his priestly duties well. Out of affection for the emperor he preferred to put showing honour (honorificentia) above expressing priestly authority (sacerdotis auctoritas). (11.5) This is rather an interesting remark. Of course, it will have got everything to do with the fact that he wrote to the emperor, and wanted to please him. But regardless of this, his remark means that Ambrose makes a distinction between showing honour to the emperor, and being a priest. He does not make them opposites, but separates the two.   
But gradually we see Ambrose speaking more and more as a priest. The first hint for this is his remark that he attended a synod with fellow bishops from Gaul when he first heard of the massacre. And they all agreed that Theodosius had to be reconciled with God. (11.6) The second indication for Ambrose’s priesthood is the reference to his privilege to offer sacrifice in church. And as he was told in a dream by God he was now unable to perform this duty in the presence of Theodosius, because the emperor had innocent blood on his hands. (11.13) From these implicit hints it becomes clear that Ambrose does take on priestly authority in his letter. 
But Ambrose does not use this authority in his message that the emperor can no longer be present when the bishop celebrates the Eucharist. In this case it is God that gets the responsibility. It was God who decided that Theodosius was guilty, and it will be God who decides when the punishment is over. Ambrose is merely the messenger. A task that, as he writes himself, can also be fulfilled by sinners. (11.14)





When the findings of the two first sections of this chapter are being compared with each other, the differences prove to be minimal. In both cases Ambrose presents himself as a priest, and indicates that he wants to act out of the authority attached to his professional function. Even in his discussion with the pagan senator, Ambrose keeps his role as leader of a Christian community. Remarkable though is the way in which Ambrose uses his authority in the conflict with the Christian emperor Theodosius. He employs his priestly authority only minimally in his message to the emperor that he has to do penance. In that instance Ambrose presents himself as the messenger, but not as the initiator of this punishment. The final responsibility for the punishment of the emperor he places in the hands of God.   
2. Sources






In the letter to Valentinian Ambrose uses different kinds of sources. He refers to Roman history, to contemporary events and to the Christian religion. This religion he describes in terms of practise, doctrine and history.    
Ambrose shows he knows the stories of Roman history Symmachus uses to point out how useful the state cult could be. Symmachus uses the example of the Senones. Ambrose clearly knew this story, for he shows himself able to respond to it. The source that gives information about the Senones and the Romans is Livy. This author wrote about the Senones in his book about the foundation of Rome.​[52]​ Ambrose must have read Livy then. This author was considered one of the standard authors, next to for example Cicero and Virgil. Getting an education meant getting acquainted with these classical authors.​[53]​  
Just like Symmachus, Ambrose lets Roma speak. This practice was known since Cicero, who wrote down an imaginary conversation between Roma as the personified Patria, and Catilina.​[54]​ In late antiquity this practice still existed. Roma lost the religious character she had since Hadrian’s days, and instead became the symbol of the empire.​[55]​ 
Ambrose, as Symmachus had done, recognises the importance of the historical stories. But unlike Symmachus, he does not interpret them form a religious point of view. Whereas the senator sees the continuous interference of his gods in history, Ambrose looks for an other kind of explanation for the course of events. So he takes the stories very seriously. What is remarkable though, is that he does not look for an explanation in the God of the Christians. He does not try to convince Symmachus of the superior deeds that his God had done in the past. Instead, he breaks the bonds between the ancient cult and Roman history, by presenting a repenting Roma. She confesses her mistake to have believed in the usefulness of the state cult. Instead of seeing the cause for triumph in the Roman state religion, she attributes victory to ‘other skills’, such as valour. (18.7) And now she says she wants to follow God. (18.7) 
Another source Ambrose uses is contemporary history. Symmachus wrote that due to the disrespect shown to them, the gods decided to punishment human kind, by sending a famine to the empire. Ambrose recognises that there had been a famine, but does not attribute this to any divine grudge. Ambrose does not reverse Symmachus’ arguments by saying that the state cult has caused the empire a lot of damage. 
Of course Ambrose must have realised that the Christian religion could not be a substantial part of Roman history, since this religion was too young. But Ambrose used this youthfulness of his religion as a positive argument. He uses it to present Christianity as a better alternative to the ancient state cult. Her practise, doctrine and history show what she really is. The doctrine is better, since in the Christian religion God himself teaches man about God. Through God’s wisdom and truth man becomes enlightened. (18.7-8) Not so with the pagans. They try to obtain knowledge by making guesses and by worshipping statues of wood. (18.8) In her practise too, Christianity proves to be superior to the state cult. Her supporters do not expect a reward for their loyalty to the religion. Christianity’s history shows how great the religion is. Although Christians had to go through a lot of sufferings, like persecution, they nevertheless did not loose faith. Religion was reward enough for them. (18.11)   






In his letter to Theodosius Ambrose uses mainly Christian sources. He mentions a dream he received, in which the Christian God appeared to him. And he tells the emperor about repenting kings, whose stories can be found in the Old Testament. 
His message to the emperor to do penance Ambrose received in a vision. It was God who told Ambrose to tell the emperor about his crime. (11.14) It may seem as an attempt to present himself as the superior of Theodosius in this way. After all God appeared to Ambrose in a vision, and not to the emperor. But Ambrose is quick to tone down this way of thinking. He writes that God even communicates with sinners through all kinds of signs. (11.14) The problem with a vision is, is that it is extremely difficult to test. Question about the truth of it are useless. So this argument could not be understood by approaching it in a rational way. Theodosius just had to take Ambrose’s word for it. Furthermore, it could have been believed by someone who believed in the power that Ambrose received his vision from. Belief of the vision, meant believing in God.   





A comparison between the sources used in the two conflicts shows some differences. It is true, in the case of Symmachus, Ambrose had to follow the agenda already set by this pagan senator. Symmachus used stories taken from the classical Roman literature to prove the worth of the ancient state cult. What can be deduced from Ambrose’s refutation of Symmachus’ arguments, is that the church father knew what Symmachus was talking about. Ambrose knew the stories about the Senones and Hannibal. But instead of attributing the greatness of the Roman by referring to the interference of the ancient gods, Ambrose detects human virtues that made the Romans what they are. Wars were won by means of valour, not because of a sacrifice made to the gods. So, the bishop refuses to see history in the light of the old gods, but does not interpret this history in terms of Christianity either. 
In the case of his conflict with Theodosius things are different. There the bishop does not give any attention to Roman history, but instead relies on purely Christian sources. He refers to the appearance of the Christian God in a dream, and to stories taken from the Old Testament. This is interesting in itself. Why should Ambrose refer only to examples taken from the history of the people of Israel? Were there no Roman examples? This question has a place in the last chapter of part two.     
3. Context






Ambrose refers to Symmachus as a vir clarissimus. (18.1; and again 18.3) He also recognises Symmachus’ professional status: he refers to him as praefectus urbi. (18.1) This gives the letter a courteous character.
Ambrose makes it very clear what he thinks the task of a senator should be. He is the conscience of the emperors. Ambrose contrasts this with being the conscience of the gods. (18.33) A senator should only answer to the emperor, not to his gods. He should even prefer the emperor to his children. Yes, even to his religion. (18.33) This sounds as a cheap advice to a pagan. For him it was easier said than done. To a pagan person politics and religion had everything to do with each other. And now Ambrose proposes a change in tradition, only because the religious landscape had changed? A change which the pagans did not even take seriously? 
But Ambrose approaches the matter being a spokesman for the Christian senators, and argues that should the pagans get what they want, they will deny the Christians the freedom of religion. And since there are pagans and Christians in the senate house, and since they have to meet as one body, some way needs to be devised to make these meetings as pleasant as possible. The solution Ambrose presents is that a senator should always maintain a certain neutrality in religious matters in the execution of this office. By asking the emperor for the restoration of a pagan altar, Symmachus did not act neutrally. On the other hand he also embarrassed the Christian senators, and compelled them to commit sacrilege. Therefore the request is unreasonable. (18.31)   

According to Ambrose a senator should push his religious convictions to the background when he is carrying out his senatorial duties. So in the senate he should not show his faith through his deeds. This is different from the advice he gives emperor Valentinian, who he constantly encourages to act out of his faith. (18.10; 18.39) 
The bishop contrasts the pagan part of the senate with the portion of the senate that is pious (pia). (18.31) From this we can see that Ambrose did not have a problem with the senator in his professional function. As the word pia in Latin, indicates, Ambrose fights this battle on religious grounds. When it comes to religion, Ambrose thinks Symmachus is very wrong. He worships idols, and statues of wood. (18.9) As it is often explained Ambrose behaved in an intolerant way, telling the pagans that what they did was wrong. But as the bishop writes himself, he does not want to expose paganism. (18.39) Although he recognises the religious diversity in the empire, and in the senate, and sees that this may cause problems, he nevertheless does not ask the emperor here to prohibit paganism. All he wants to do, is telling the emperor to act as a Christian, and stand out for the Christian senators, who run the risk of being persecuted, should Symmachus get what he wants.





In his letter Ambrose addresses the emperor by using the title imperator (for example in 11.7). This title already gives a very clear idea of how Ambrose presents the emperor: as the emperor, and not as a member of his congregation. He does not use language that turns him into the superior of the emperor. He never addresses him with words like ‘my son’, he nowhere presents himself as the spiritual ‘father’ of Theodosius. The bishop never forgets who he is writing his letter to. This is also implied by the words de regno tuo Ambrose uses to refer to the field of activity of the emperor. (11.11) With this he recognises the emperor’s function as leader of an empire. 
To encourage the emperor to do penance Ambrose writes that he has used royal examples (regum exempla, 11.11). The only not royal example Ambrose has given a place in his letter, Job, is being justified by the words ipse potens in saeculo. (11.10) Although Job was not a king, he was powerful. The bishop has evidently tried to find examples that will appeal to the emperor, in his function of ruler of the empire. 
But Ambrose defines the duties of Theodosius also in a more specific way. He writes that the church will benefit from pious and Christian emperors. They could make sure the church had the ability to exist in faith and tranquillity. (11.14) By saying this, Ambrose is actually telling the emperor his task is to provide tranquillity for the church, but not in the church. The emperor could provide a safe context for the church to operate in. But what happened inside the church was the responsibility of the bishop. 
Ambrose tells the emperor to humble himself before God. He is a human being and was for a moment influenced by the devil. Now it is time to fight back, and reconcile himself with God. (11.11-12) Ambrose wants the emperor to act, as he himself acted towards the emperor: being humble. In the eyes of Ambrose there is one power higher and bigger than the emperor, and that is God. He asks the emperor to follow him on this. If not, then the emperor has to excuse Ambrose, for he will prefer God. (11.17) In Latin the text is as follows: ‘ Si credis, sequere; si, inquam, credis, agnosce quod dico: si non credis, ignosce quod facio, in quo Deum praefero.’ These words are translated with ‘If you believe me, be guided by me; if, I say, you believe me, acknowledge what I say; if you believe me not, pardon that which I do, in that I set God before you.’​[56]​ or ‘(…) pardon what I do in esteeming God more than you.’​[57]​. Clearly some words have been added. When translating a dead language, one often has to add words that are not in the original text, in order to produce intelligible phrases. But in this particular case I think the addition of the extra words does not contribute to the intelligibility of the text as a whole. It may be that Ambrose asks the emperor for forgiveness given the fact that he had not been present during his adventus in Milan.​[58]​ But it also gives the impression that for Ambrose God and the emperor were competitors. In that case the competition would be a private one, presenting Ambrose with the choice between emperor and God. But this was not the case. Ambrose presents the conflict as an inner conflict going on in the mind of the emperor. It is Theodosius who has to make a choice. Not between his own office as emperor and God, but between God and the devil.





The question in this chapter was how Ambrose characterised his ‘guests’ in his letters. He seems to be recognising the professional functions of both of his opponents. Symmachus he addresses as senator, Valentinian and Theodosius as emperors. But whereas Ambrose wants to detach religion from Symmachus’ profession, he stresses the attachment the emperor should feel towards his religion in his function of emperor. A senator works in an environment where his colleagues might not share the same religion as he. To avoid embarrassing and painful situations, Ambrose suggests to remove the religious characteristic from the senatorial office. This does not mean he wants to abandon paganism altogether. He mentions other places where pagans can go to if they want to offer sacrifice. 




4. In theory: politcs and religion 

Ambrose addresses the people he is communicating with in their professional functions. Theodosius and Valentinian as emperors, Symmachus as praefectus urbi. He is asking Symmachus not to put his religion above his function as senator. He should serve the emperor, and be faithful to him. This does not mean Ambrose tries to convert Symmachus. Although he can not agree to the restoration of the altar in the senate house, he nevertheless sees abundant opportunities for the pagans to offer sacrifice to their gods. But in the eyes of the bishop the senate house should remain a place where pagans and Christians can meet each other on common ground, instead of a place where the one group suppresses the other on grounds of religion. 





Symmachus writes in his Relatio that when religion is concerned there are several ways leading to the same truth. His justification for the fact that he does not elaborate on this point, is that he does not have the otium for it.​[59]​ Otium was a senatorial privilege. It was a period of leisure. But this did not mean a senator could do nothing in this time. He was expected to study the classics. The classical literature in late antiquity was seen as a very useful source of knowledge. It served as the model for civilisation. Through literary works someone came into contact with examples of good and bad behaviour and it presented its readers with a moral system.​[60]​
	Apparently, in the mind of Symmachus, it was the task of a senator to think about religion. But is was also his task to use religion in the carrying out of his office. As he describes, the state cult served the purpose of bringing good fortune to the empire and the emperors. (Rel.3.2-3) 
	A second point Symmachus mentions with regard to the relation between politics and religion, is the role of the altar in the senate house. As he points out, senators were expected to swear their oaths upon the altar of Victory. The presence of the goddess, symbolised by the altar, would scare off people who wanted to commit perjury. Religion thus had a function in making sure people could trust one another, while carrying out their senatorial duties. (Rel.3.5)





How can the relation between religion and politics best be described in the case of the emperor? This relation is a hotly debated issue, that occurs in many different scholarly disciplines. In the case of Ambrose and Theodosius, the discussion often has the character of an investigation into the relation between emperor and bishop.   
Some describe the relationship between bishop and emperor in general terms. Bishops are seen as local representatives of an expanding organisation in the empire. By ‘a series of trials of strengths’, they found out how far they could go in their contact with the emperor. And since the emperor depended upon local leaders in the exercise of his power, the ‘levers of power were placed in the hands of the bishops’.​[61]​ In this vision the relation between emperor and bishop is a dynamic and continually evolving one. The positions of both of the parties are not presented as rigid, but as fluid. Yet it is clear that the church will eventually obtain the strongest position. This theory does not deal with the question in how far this was a carefully planned process. Did the bishops think that the power belonged to them or not? And did they want to take the ‘levers of power’ from the hands of the emperor, or from the hands of other religions – be they Christian or not? In short, were they fighting worldly power, or were they fighting other kinds of ‘ecclesiastical’ power and did they need the emperor to support them?
Another way of dealing with the relation between politics and religion, is looking at the people who witnessed it. McLynn does this, and approaches the confrontation between Ambrose and Theodosius from the point of view of the spectators of the drama. In his capacity of emperor Theodosius fulfilled a public function, and had to take into account the way his subjects saw him. When his decision to put to death the inhabitants of Thessalonica was actually being carried out, his image was dealt a serious blow. According to McLynn Ambrose offered Theodosius a solution for this delicate problem. The emperor had made a decision which had a terrible ending. But Ambrose, by encouraging the emperor to do penance, ‘turned the catastrophe into a public relations triumph for the emperor’.​[62]​ By showing in public that he was prepared to do penance before God, the emperor would win back the admiration of his subjects. But how acceptable was this to the pagan part of Theodosius’ subjects? Would they recognise a Christian ritual of penance? And what would for example the Arians and Donatists think if the emperor did penance under the eyes of a bishop with strong Nicene sympathies? In short, does McLynn’s theory recognise the diversity of the religious climate of the time?
An other way to deal with the relation between state and church is taking a look at the division of power as an already firmly established relation. This theory assumes that the church wanted to take over the power in the empire, and was willing to challenge the emperor. By doing penance Theodosius showed that he accepted the Christian law, and wanted to rule his empire as a Christian organisation.​[63]​ In this interpretation the church triumphed over the state. It was supported less enthusiastically after a new idea came into existence. This one did not see a triumphing church, but a sinner that triumphed after doing penance. The emperor received this penalty from the church, an institution which evidently had the power to act as judge in worldly affairs.​[64]​ 

The confrontation between Ambrose and the emperor has since long received a lot of attention. But it makes one wonder whether this was the first time a bishop made an emperor do penance. Ambrose encourages Theodosius to do penance by telling him stories of other kings who publicly confessed their sins. The bishop asks Theodosius not be ashamed. It is strange though that Ambrose does not mention any Roman examples. All of the kings he calls into mind were kings of Israel. Could this mean that the church father did something that was never done before? Had there never been an emperor who was punished by a bishop or prophet? According to the church historian Eusebius the emperor Philip Arab was made to do penance by an unknown bishop. This emperor had to sit with the other penitents during the Easter vigil.​[65]​ Eusebius himself did not attach much value to this story. Does this mean that to him a confrontation between emperor and bishop sounded unbelievable? Bishop John Chrysostom, who lived approximately half a century after Eusebius, did see the possibility of a bishop punishing an emperor.​[66]​ But the emperor he saw in front of him when writing this was Julian, who was a pagan. So probably this example does not help much in the quest for a precedent for imperial penance. 
As we saw, Ambrose does mention kings who did penance. But they all were kings of the people of Israel. Did Ambrose mean something with his choice of examples? Did he want to present the Roman empire as the continuation of the kingdom of Israel? Or did he just want to give some examples not only to encourage the emperor to do penance, but also to justify his own decision to write to the emperor? 
	The conclusion for now has to be that Ambrose did something never done before in the Roman empire. But, to be honest, bishops had not yet had much opportunity to confront an emperor. The bond between Roman emperors and Christianity had not long been in existence yet. It was only from Constantine onwards that emperors started to convert to Christianity. And still, the religious preferences of the emperors in the fourth century show a divers pattern. Up till 324 Constatine reigned with Licinus, a pagan. Constantine’s son, Constantius II, had Arian sympathies. His successor Julian restored paganism. Jovian probably was a Nicene Christian. His successors Valentinian I and Valens were respectively supporters of the Nicene and the Arian faith. Gratian and Theodosius were orthodox emperors, but Valentinian II cherished a sympathy for the Arian faith. Only a the end of his life did he want to be baptised by a Nicene bishop, Ambrose. But because of the emperor’s untimely death, this wish could not be carried out. 
	Valentinian II was not the only emperor who died without being baptised. Most of the Christian emperors just named received baptism on their deathbeds. It could be that the emperor Valentinian I was baptised during his life. But this is very uncertain. Was is known for sure though, is that Theodosius was baptised during his life. In the winter of 380 Theodosius became very ill while he was in Thessalonica. It seemed as if he was going to die. Because of this he asked to be baptised by the orthodox bishops of the city, named Acholius. But the emperor recovered again, something he attributed to his baptism.​[67]​ It is quite interesting that the act of penance which Theodosius had to go through, was seen as a second baptism that purified the sinner. It could only be carried out by someone who had already been baptised.​[68]​ This may possibly be the reason why a confrontation like the one between Ambrose and Theodosius had never occurred before: Theodosius was the only emperor who could do penance, because he was the only emperor who had been baptised.​[69]​ 


3. Ambrose: bishop and politician?

In the previous sections of this chapter we have taken a look at the relation between religion and politics in the life of Symmachus and that of Theodosius in his contact with Ambrose. But what can be said about this relation in the life of Ambrose? Some describe Ambrose next to a Christian leader, as ‘court diplomat and politician’.​[70]​ What does the term politician mean here? Does it refer to the activities of magistrate, or to the activities of a senator, or even an emperor? And does it point to a function that can be seen apart from the Episcopal office, or was it one of the tasks a bishop was expected to carry out? As it appears the distinction between public roles in civic and ecclesiastical contexts was not always clear in late antiquity. Both functions were seen as an honour. Bishop and magistrate were both praised with the same words. This was due to the increasing influence and power of bishops as leaders of an expanding church.​[71]​ The Christian church in the fourth century had become a professionalised institute. It’s organisation was based on that of the Roman state.​[72]​ Religion was not just something that could be thought about in periods of otium. The church employed professionals to work on religion every hour of the day. Ambrose was such a professional. This gives rise to the question whether the bishop’s political functions were only recognised as such by Christians. 

The relation between Ambrose and Symmachus might shed some light on this topic. McLynn concludes that the relationship between Symmachus and Ambrose was ‘the fruit of necessity, imposed upon them in their common struggle to perform the favours and services upon which their reputations rested and from which they derived their political influence.’​[73]​ This conclusion gives the impression that this relationship was anything but ideal. Both of them had to compromise. Symmachus should perhaps have wanted a more friendly person to communicate with. And Ambrose would have been more at ease with someone he shared his religion with. McLynn clearly looks for an answer in the political and social circumstances of that time. It is interesting to see that in his interpretation he leaves aside the religious situation. It was exactly this religious context that caused the problems between Ambrose and Symmachus. So it very logical to assume that their relationship was based on their professional function in life. Symmachus needed Ambrose as someone with influence in civil matters. He did not need him as spiritual guide. 





The relation between politics and religion in the world of Symmachus was very tight. A senator was expected to study the classics in his period of otium. This literature helped him to think about matters of religion. Religion also played a part in the active life of a senator. The presence of the altar of Victory in the senate house, would make the risk of perjury considerably smaller. 
For Theodosius politics and religion were not easily separated as well. In his function as emperor he was expected to carry some responsibilities with regard to the church. He had to provide peaceful and tranquil surroundings for the church. But this relation between religion and politics was interpreted differently over the past few decades. Was Theodosius overcome by Ambrose the bishop? Or was he subdued by the laws of the church? He probably was the first Roman emperor that had received baptism. This may be the reason then why he was the first emperor to do penance as well. But this does not mean he was subdued by Ambrose. Ambrose merely helped him to carry out his function as Christian prince in a healthy way again.    
The relation between politics and religion in the life of Ambrose was the last section of this chapter. He is said to have behaved as bishop and as politician. At the end of the fourth century the lines between civil and ecclesiastical roles were not always clearly drawn. The fact that the bishop appeared not only in ecclesiastical, but in civil contexts as well, enabled him to remain in contact with pagans like Symmachus. Their contact was purely based on professional grounds.    


5. Misconceptions in the scholarly debate

Ambrose’s behaviour seems to generate strong opinions. He is seen as an ambitious bishop, who did everything he could to enhance his power.​[76]​ Or he is described as the shrewd politician, who managed to get everything done exactly the way he planned it.​[77]​ All of these descriptions are somewhat negative. It is doubtful though in how far these views are tenable once put next to the primary sources. It becomes even more uncertain when one tries to uncover the foundations of these visions. In this chapter I will test the assumptions about the behaviour of Ambrose the bishop, by looking at the foundations of these assumptions in the secondary literature and by placing them next to the primary sources. The question in this chapter is: what weight should be given to the evaluation of the actions of Ambrose as described in the secondary literature?       


1. Bishop: Priest, Politician or Prophet ?     

As indicated in the introduction Ambrose’s behaviour is described by using diverse images. He is a bishop, a politician, a priest or a prophet. All of these functions make Ambrose a chameleon bishop, who could take on different functions when the situation required this of him. The question is whether this variety belonged to the function of bishop, or whether Ambrose chose to cross the borders of his Episcopal office when these were standing in his way. What we have here is a fundamental problem, namely the definition of the function of the bishop in late antiquity. This section of the chapter will investigate the various functions scholars ascribe to Ambrose. The main conclusion will be that there is no clear definition of what a bishop’s task exactly was in late antiquity, which results into a multi-coloured, and often negative, appreciation of Ambrose’s deeds.  
    Some scholars make a separation between spiritual functions and political functions in the bishop’s life. They see in Ambrose a priest at work in his dealings with Theodosius.​[78]​ The only one that could give a sinner the order to do penance was the priest. It was the priest too that could dismiss the sinner from his bonds again.​[79]​ So Ambrose faced the emperor Theodosius in his function as priest. This definition of Ambrose as a bishop has consequences for the confrontation between him and the emperor. In this case the confrontation did not take place between church and state, but between a sinner and the representative of the church who had to keep to the ecclesiastical laws. Laws that apparently even could be applied to imperial sinners.​[80]​
Still other scholars describe Ambrose’s dealings with Theodosius in another way. In Peter Brown’s words: ‘What was remarkable was the skill with which Ambrose overcame his initial failure to influence Theodosius and his entourage. He did this by falling back on the time-honored role of the philosopher.’​[81]​ As philosopher Ambrose could speak freely. He did not act as bishop, but as the spiritual guide of the emperor: ‘The bishop had established himself as the critic of the imperial rage and, consequently, as the arbiter of imperial mercy.’​[82]​ Brown separates ascetic authority from Episcopal authority. According to him acting as a prophet was something different from acting as a bishop. 
These functions of priest and prophet are rarely found when Ambrose’s confrontation with Symmachus is concerned. It was not in church that these two met. Their correspondence concerned a matter of politics. Scholars who study this matter make a separation between the spiritual and the secular too, but describe Ambrose as if he were a politician. He is described as a bishop, who acted as a politician and court diplomat as well.​[83]​ Here the political activities of Ambrose are neatly separated from his Episcopal responsibilities. The reason why this author thinks so, remains obscure though.   
All of these authors have tried to define the functions of a bishop. Ambrose’s dealings with Symmachus and Theodosius are interpreted with the help of these definitions. This has led to a diverse evaluation of who Ambrose was, and why and how he reacted. Because according to some the political aspect does not belong to the office of a bishop, his dealings with senators and emperors are seen as out of the ordinary. To others a bishop is supposed to carry out spiritual duties. And so Ambrose is reprimanded when he does not fit into this idealised picture. 

Apart from these theories that separate spiritual from secular tasks in the life of a bishop, there are theories that combine these tasks. An example of this can be found in one of Kolb’s articles. He writes: ‘Durch virtuose Handhabung der ihm (Ambrosius) zur Verfügung stehenden geistigen und politischen Mittel verstand er es, seine persönlichen Ambitionen stets im Einklang mit den Interessen der Kirche – wenn auch nicht immer in Übereinstimmung mit der christliche Moral – zu befriedigen.’​[84]​Ambrose is said to have managed to combine spiritual with secular means to achieve his goal. What is not clear though, is what Kolb constitutes as a means. As readers we can only guess. And what does he mean when he writes about Ambrose’s ‘persönlichen Ambitionen’? A desire for more power? He makes it sound as if it was not appropriate for Ambrose the bishop to have these ambitions. But Kolb does not say why.
	This section has shown that scholars ascribe different kinds of duties to Ambrose. To some he combined spiritual and secular power in order to gain more power. Other scholars think the spiritual and secular were separated from each other in the working life of Ambrose. Sometimes he acted as a priest, sometimes as a prophet and sometimes as a politician. The secondary literature makes it seem as if these functions did not necessarily belong to the Episcopal office. Unfortunately this vision is not explained in the secondary literature. Why separate political tasks from the more spiritual tasks? There are plenty of stories in which a bishop was seen to be paying ransom money for captivated parishioners. There are stories of bishops who went to the captivators to negotiate.​[85]​ This behaviour is seen as the ultimate example of pastoral care. So why not credit Ambrose for acting as bishop when he spoke out in favour of the Christian senators in Rome in the debate with Symmachus? This after all is the message the primary sources try to convey.
By presenting Ambrose as a chameleon bishop, who carried out tasks next to being a bishop, he is made an ambitious, shrewd man whose motives to become a bishop were highly doubtful. What he wanted was power. The primary sources do not allow for such a negative reading of his character. What matters are his actions. We should not evaluate his personality through his actions. 
In the next section a new model will be presented that claims to study the bishop in late antiquity from a new perspective. It criticises older theories for drawing too sharp a distinction between secular and spiritual duties in the life of a bishop. First the general idea of this new theory is outlined. What follows is an experiment in which Ambrose’s behaviour in his confrontations with the emperor and senator will be studied according to this new model.          
      

2. A New Model         

A recent publication proposes a new strategy to study the bishop in late antiquity. Instead of attributing different kinds of functions to a bishop, this strategy takes a closer look at the different kinds of authority a bishop could assume.​[86]​ The author writes that she can no longer work with the theory that there was a dichotomy between secular and spiritual authority of bishops. Instead she proposes a new model. In this model spiritual and pragmatic authority are the two opposing ends of a gliding scale. The first type of authority is based on the gift of the Spirit of God, which is meant for an individual only. There is no need for public recognition. Pragmatic authority is based upon successful actions performed in public, and therefore does not follow the same route as does the spiritual authority. These two types are linked together by what Rapp calls ‘ascetic authority’. Acting as an ascetic enabled a bishop to receive inspiration of the Holy Ghost. But it also legitimised the bishop’s appearance on the secular stage.​[87]​ 
The model as proposed by Rapp sounds very convincing. It is logical to assume that to his own congregation a bishop was more reliable if he was seen praying and fasting. But what about the people that did not belong to his congregation? What would the pagans have thought about a bishop abstaining from food in name of the Christian God? And how would Christians belonging to another kind of Christianity have thought about the leader of their enemies in religious matters. Would they recognise his authority?
When these questions are made to suit the subject of this thesis, it would be a question concerning the adaptability of this model to both of the letters that are discussed in this thesis. Can it be applied to both of the letters that have a place in this thesis, or only to the letter which Ambrose wrote to the Christian emperor? Are there any signs that Ambrose is behaving as a prophet in his letter to Symmachus? Is ascetic authority something Symmachus would accept as such? 
To find out what kind of authority Ambrose uses in the two letters it is first necessary to take a look at the characteristics of each type. These characteristics as mentioned by Claudia Rapp are somewhat schematic, as she also points out herself. Nonetheless they are very useful. The spiritual authority has the Holy Ghost as its source. This gift from God is highly personal, and does not need recognition from outsiders. This is different from ascetic authority. This is achieved by doing virtuous deeds in order to improve oneself. This authority needs recognition of others. The last type of authority, the pragmatic, is also achieved by doing virtuous deeds, but in this case they are not meant to improve the self, but to do others good. The social position of the one who carries out these actions determines the eventual achievement.​[88]​
Now, the question that presents itself is, what kind(s) of authority Ambrose uses in his letters to Theodosius and Symmachus. In his letter to Theodosius Ambrose writes about the need to do penance. (51.11) The bishop was the only one who could make someone do penance. This prerogative he received at his ordination as bishop. This ordination made the bishop a successor of the apostle Peter, who, according to scripture, was given the power to loosen and unloosen earthly bonds. (Matt. 16: 18-9) ​[89]​ One could argue that the readmission of a penitent has to do with pragmatic authority, since it involves actions that are to be seen by a public. But during the ritual itself the bishop passes the Spirit he carries because of his ordination on to the sinner. So readmitting a penitent involves spiritual authority. In the letter to Theodosius Ambrose shows his spiritual authority.   
In his letters concerning the Relatio of Symmachus it is more difficult to say what kind of authority Ambrose assumes. One could say that Ambrose is speaking out for Christian senators. In this case the bishop takes on pragmatic authority in his letter to Symmachus. His actions are meant to benefit others, and they are carried out publicly. 
But Ambrose was also dealing with Symmachus. What kind of authority would fit this relationship? How could he have made his words acceptable for this pagan senator? As we have seen the relationship between bishop and senator was purely work-related. They needed each other as ambassadors in their own cities.​[90]​ This would imply that Symmachus recognised Ambrose as being the important representative of a community. Why would he else have sent Augustine to Ambrose in Milan? Ambrose himself too thought that bishops were indeed the public representatives of Christianity, to pagans and to Christians. Their conduct would determine how insiders and outsiders perceived the church.​[91]​ This is exactly what the primary source tells us too.​[92]​ Given the public character of this relation, it would be logical to assume that in his contact with Symmachus Ambrose used his pragmatic authority. The difficulty is, that in Rapp’s model this kind of authority was fed by ascetic authority. In other words, a bishop had to earn his pragmatic authority by living a virtuous life. But were the Christian virtues the same as the virtues of the pagans? Interestingly enough Ambrose did write about the virtues he thought a priest should have. This book, On the Duties of the Clergy, is based upon Cicero’s De Officiis, but was written in 388/9, so after the altar of Victory debate.​[93]​ Therefore it can not serve as evidence in this case. Still it is interesting to see that the church father imitated a classical author when he was writing about virtues.
We may say with some care that Ambrose and Symmachus did share a common sense of what it meant to lead a virtuous life. Yet I am not convinced that this would make Symmachus recognise the pragmatic authority of the bishop Ambrose. It may be that they shared the same set of virtues, yet the source and consequences of these virtues were totally different. The authority Ambrose uses in the letter to Symmachus lies in the Christian religion itself. And as the representative of this religion Ambrose had authority. The primary sources show how Ambrose compares the Christian religion with the pagan religion, to show that it should be considered a completely full-grown religion, worth to be taken seriously.  





In conclusion we may say that the secondary literature too often interprets Ambrose’s personality through his achievements. But the interpretation of his actions proved to be multi-coloured. This had to do with a diverse conception of how a bishop should behave. He is descried as priest, prophet and politician. What remains uncertain though is how these functions relate to the office of a bishop. Scholars assume that a bishop should not act politically, or should always behave like a priest. In cases in which Ambrose’s behaviour does not fit into these categories he is made an ambitious man, who wanted power more than anything. Besides that he is described as an intolerant man, who left no room for argument.






The question that stood central in this part of the thesis was how Ambrose’s argumentation can best be characterised. This characterisation was studied by looking at three categories. The categories were, firstly, the responsibilities Ambrose took on in his letters, secondly, the sources he used to base his argumentation upon and thirdly, by looking at his characterisation of the person he was writing to.   
There seemed to be no difference between both of the conflicts as far as Ambrose’s responsibilities are concerned. He acted as a bishop, with priestly authority. Strange exception to this was his, I should almost say, reluctance to use this authority in the conflict with Theodosius. The decision to punish this emperor was not made by Ambrose the bishop, but by God. 
There were some differences in the kind of sources Ambrose used. In the conflict over the altar of Victory the sources that were used by the opponent were taken from classical culture. Ambrose knows his way with this, and can connect to the world of Symmachus. In the other conflict Ambrose used only Christian sources, and refers to kinds of authority that were only understandable or could only be recognised by Christians.
In his correspondence with Symmachus Ambrose separates profession from professed religion. He asks Symmachus, since he has a function in which he has to deal with Christians, to leave aside his religion during his work. The emperors, on the other hand, Ambrose asks to act as Christians. 
Ambrose clearly does not see a fruitful cooperation between paganism and Christianity. His solution is a separation of the two. But since paganism was for so long attached to all kinds of aspects of culture, like art, politics and the imperial office, this suggestion must have asked a lot of pagans. On the other hand, Ambrose does not ask the emperor to prohibit paganism. He still leaves open the possibility for pagans to go to a temple and offer sacrifice there. As long as they do not practise their religion in the senate house, it seems Ambrose is fine with it. 
	When the emperor is concerned though, Ambrose asks him to act out of his faith in the Christian God. In the case of Theodosius he even asks of him to publicly ask for forgiveness by the Christian God. Does the church father present us with an unreasonable request here himself? Does he ask the pagans not to show their religion in public, but does he want the emperor to show his religious preference in the execution of his imperial office? This would make Ambrose a very intolerant bishop. But when we read more carefully we can see what Ambrose is asking for. He wants the emperor to act on behalf of the Christians when they are being threatened because of their adherence to Christianity.
	Ambrose was an author who adjusted his argumentation to his opponent. He never forgets who he is writing to. But he is also never forgetting who he is writing for. He always remains the bishop, who feels he has a responsibility towards God and his fellow Christians. He feels the emperor should be loyal to God and his fellow Christians too. And he thinks pagans should give the Christians as much freedom in religion as they themselves asked of the emperor.






This thesis presented only two moments out of the life of Ambrose bishop of Milan. These were his conflicts with the pagan senator Symmachus and the Christian emperor Theodosius. 
Isolated though these moments are, they did show something of the complexities of the time. Pagans and Christians differed with each other on fundamental issues. But since they were part of one and the same society, ways had to be found that allowed both to live according to their beliefs. But Christians not only had to think about who and what they were against. They also had to decide what they thought was important in their own religion. And if a Christian did something contrary to this, he had to be punished. And this happened with Theodosius.     
Both conflicts, in their own way, help to get to know more about the relations between pagans and Christians, and between Christians and Christians.

The first conflict discussed in this thesis was the one between Ambrose and Symmachus. Although the two never met during this conflict, Ambrose did have the possibility to react to the arguments put forward by Symmachus. The bishop had received a copy of the Relatio written by Symmachus to the emperor. In this Relatio Symmachus asks the emperor to restore some of the privileges that had since long been attached to the state cult. He makes a request to Valentinian to give the Vestal virgins and the priests of the state cult their financial privileges back. He also asks for the restoration of the altar of Victory in the senate house. The emperor Gratian had abolished all these things in 382. Symmachus sees in this a serious danger to the welfare of the empire and the emperors. That is why he used the usefulness of the cult as his primary argument. 
Ambrose writes two reactions to the request made by Symmachus. His first reaction is a letter written to Valentinian. The bishop at that time had not yet been in the possession of Symmachus’ Relatio. And so he asks for a copy of it, and writes his second letter to the emperor about this matter. The aim of this letter was to refute Symmachus’ Relatio, point by point. 
He strongly fights Symmachus’ argument about the usefulness of the state cult. He presents another picture, by telling the emperor how totally ineffective the state cult is. He separates the things that had happened in the history of the Roman empire from the interference of the gods. But he does not present a new bond between history and his own, Christian, God. Christianity is not presented as the new replacement of the old state cult. The church father presents his own religion as the most plausible alternative.
Ambrose himself was convinced of the truth of Christianity. According to him, there were more people who believed the same. Ambrose presents himself as the spokesman for these people. He wants to stand up for all those Christian senators who will suffer, should Valentinian decide to give Symmachus what he asked for. If the altar were to be erected again in the senate house, then this decision would compel the Christians to commit sacrilege by offering sacrifice to a god that was not their own. He asks the same kind of loyalty from the emperor.

The conflict between Theodosius and Ambrose, the second conflict in this thesis, arose after a large portion of the inhabitants of Thessalonica were killed in a massacre. Apparently this massacre was ordered by the emperor as a reaction to the brutal murder of the commander in Thessalonica. Ambrose wrote a letter in which he tells the emperor he and other bishops are not at all pleased with the way the emperor handled this affair. By giving in to a devilish advice he made himself guilty of murder. The only thing he could do, was repenting his sin, and doing penance. It was time for the emperor to choose God, instead of the devil. 
It may sound surprising that a bishop dared to confront an emperor in this manner. As far as we can tell, it was the first time ever that a bishop made an emperor to do penance. But does this mean that Ambrose wanted to subdue the emperor? Did the bishop want to triumph over the emperor, and show him who the real power had? Or was Theodosius treated as a mere member of the congregation of Ambrose, and did the fact that the emperor did penance mean that the church had the power to act as judge in secular affairs? The sources themselves did not support these interpretations. They rather showed a bishop, who told the emperor to do penance. But it was not Ambrose who told the emperor that. He merely told Theodosius what God had told him in a dream. 

All of this was discussed in the first part of this thesis. In the second part the argumentation of Ambrose in both of the conflicts was laid under the microscope. The differences were very interesting. 

Ambrose acts from his priestly authority in his letters to Valentinian. He wants to teach the emperor what the right response should be of a Christian prince in this situation. A Christian prince should not allow for Christian senators to be in a moral dilemma in the carrying out of their professional function. It is also this function that Ambrose uses in confronting Symmachus’ arguments. Every argument the bishop puts forward to refute those of Symmachus, bears a Christian mark. He not only tries and teach the emperor something, he also wishes to show the pagans what Christianity is. 
The sources used by Ambrose in this conflict are different from those in his conflict with Theodosius. In that dispute the church father relied upon sources that were Christian. In his Relatio Symmachus made use of well known facts from Roman history. To name an example, Symmachus calls into mind the battle between the Senones and the Romans. He also refers to contemporary events in his attempt to show the worth of the state cult, and the mistake to abolish some very ancient traditions attached to that cult. Ambrose shows himself capable to invalidate all of these arguments. He proofs he knows the historical stories brought forward by Symmachus. He fights Symmachus with the same weapons the senator uses. He only makes use of authorities that he knows both will recognise. Referring to a dream in which the Christian God spoke to him, would not have been in place in Ambrose’s response.        
Ambrose addresses the emperor and the senator with their proper titles, imperator and vir clarissimus. He asks this kind of behaviour of Symmachus too. What he wants him to do is to recognise the professional function of the Christian senators, apart from the religion they profess.

The responsibilities the bishop takes on in his letter to Theodosius was that of a priest. Although he writes that at first he hesitated to speak with priestly authority, he now feels the necessity to act as priest. Still, he does not go so far that he uses that authority to tell the emperor about his punishment. Ambrose puts the responsibility for that in the hands of God. It was God who came to Ambrose in a dream, and told the bishop he could not offer sacrifice in the presence of the emperor. Furthermore, it was God who decided when Theodosius period as penitent was over. So, Ambrose places the decision to punish the emperor outside his own priestly office. 
The fact that the bishop refers to the Christian God that appeared to him in a dream, and that he asks the emperor to recognise this God, gives this letter a distinct Christian character. This also becomes clear form the sources Ambrose uses. He tells the emperor about kings who were not ashamed to do penance, and whose stories are told in the Old Testament.
In his letter Ambrose never forgets that he is writing to an emperor. He addresses him with the title imperator. Theodosius’ field of activity the bishop describes as regnum.    

This presented us with a little brainteaser. Because if the bishop addresses the emperors Valentinian and Theodosius in their function as emperors, and he asks Symmachus not to show his religious preference in the carrying out of his profession, what should we conclude? Does Ambrose want the emperor to separate his religion from his profession? From what Ambrose writes in his letter the answer to this question has to be: no. The church father continuously encourages both of the emperors to act out of their Christian faith. He gives them an active role in religious matters. As he tells Valentinian, in such cases the emperor should only ask God for advice. 
This may sound as somewhat intolerant towards the pagans. The pagans are not allowed to show their religion in their profession, whereas the emperor, who happens to be a Christian, can. The explanation for this problem is very simple: the imperial office was unique in its kind, this in contrast with the senatorial office, which expanded enormously throughout the fourth century.​[96]​ The amount of Christians in the bureaucratic system of the empire was growing. This meant that the religious diversity in the empire was becoming more and more sharply felt. And now this diversity occurred in the senate in Rome. This could mean trouble. Unawareness of the various religious preferences of the senators could lead unto rather uncomfortable situations. Like Symmachus’ request shows.
But the emperor did not have to take into account the religious conviction of his colleague, simply because he reigned his portion of the empire alone. He was served by all men, as Ambrose writes it, and the emperor only served God. 
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